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women the femaie roles. All the actors belonged to one family. By 1910, some members
of the family branched off from the main company and started their own separate units.
The number of such units had enlarged over the next twenty years and became nearly forty
individual companies. They later joined together into a colloquium and called it Surabhi Nataka
Kala Sangham.
Vanarasa Govinda Rao did yeoman service not only to Surabhi samajams, but to Telugu
theatre as well. It was because of his efforts that Andhra Nataka Kala Parishat was started in
1929 at Tenali. He was justly remembered as "Andhra Nataka Kaloddharaka".
"Surabhi Nataka Samajam" is the only commercial theatre that lived through the vicissitudes
of time and completed hundred years of active theatre work, especially in the rural areas of
Andhra. It is an ideal theatre company, for each actor or actress is paid a monthly salary. It
was the first theatre group in Andhra in which women played the female roles. Each child is
brought up in the stage tradition in a hereditary way. Some members of the group prepare
the curtains and some provide music. The work is assigned to them by the Manager-Director
based on their abilities. All of them participate in the construction of their theatre made of tin
sheets. Similarly, all of them work in the backstage, providing the rich fare of "trick" scenes
and quick changes of scenery. This travelling professional-cum-commerciai theatre of Andhra
is now facing acute financial stringency and several of the groups closed down their theatres
- a sad reflection on the changing times and public apathy.
This second stage in the development of Telugu theatre is an important one for many
reasons. Sustained theatre activity became possible with the advent of serious-minded theatre
groups and the construction of permanent theatres. Each group had one or two major actors
known all over Andhra and so it was possible for each major group to tour successfully
with their plays. Men still played female roles except in Surabhi samajams and the best
among them had a great demand. With the tour of some Parsee theatres In Andhra area
during 1890 to 1900, the traditional approach to lighting, costume and make-up changed
considerably. 'Wire-works' and quick changes in sceneries became popular. Though the
violin and mridangam accompanied musical rendering in the beginning, harmonium and tabla
replaced them by 1904. The credit for introducing the accompaniment of harmonium goes to
Krittiventi Subba Rao of Machilipatnam. Lighting was done with large kerosene lamps called
'lusters'. Each company employed a $Qtradh&ri and a h&syag&Qu. While the former initiated
the play by rendering the invocation and explaining the story, the latter provided humour
during intervals.
This is an age of consolidation when actors worked together under a director. Discipline
was the key-word for their success.
3. Age of Professionalism (1912-1928)
Though amateur theatre activity continued, several commercial theatres were founded
during this period and successfully catered to the needs of the growing audiences.